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When nine-year-old Elena Caba Ilom heard people screaming in the distance she knew that
something terrible was about to happen in her tiny village of Chel, in the highland department
of Quiché in Guatemala. It was April 3, 1982, the time was 8 a.m., and her father had gone out to
work in the family’s milpa or field, as he did every day. Elena was at home with her mother who
carried her little brother, one-year-old Pablo, on her back, wrapped in a shawl. Although she
didn’t understand what was going on, she instinctively held on to her mother’s skirt, seeking her
protection.
Minutes later, she was still holding on to her mother’s skirt and she trembled and she walked to
the town hall. When Elena and her mother arrived there, the little girl saw her father among the
almost 100 villagers who had been forced to assemble there. Armed soldiers shouted at them in a
language that they did not understand. They remained silent. Once more, the soldiers repeated
the menacing yet incomprehensible words in a foreign language. Elena heard the words "guerrilla
fighters" repeated over and over again.
The soldiers began to separate men, women, and children. While the men were locked in the town
hall, women and children were dragged to the school. Elena remained there without ever letting go
of her mother’s skirt until the door was finally opened and the soldiers forced the women to come
out of the building, pulling their hair and dragging them to the bridge. The men had already been
taken there.
The soldiers lit a bonfire and began to tear their captives’ clothes off. Skirts, embroidered blouses or
huipiles, sandals, trousers, and belts were tossed into the flames.
Elena was horrified when she saw that a soldier had forced her father to kneel, pointed his shotgun
at him and fired. However, the man did not instantly fall to the ground; he writhed around on the
ground, obstinately holding on to life. The soldier grabbed a machete and bludgeoned him to death
with a single, savage blow.
Then the soldiers grabbed the corpses and began to throw them into the river one by one. The
children were tossed from the bridge alive, as the soldiers believed that because of their size they
would soon drown.
When a pair of large hands grabbed Elena and threw her from the bridge, the river had already
been tainted red and her small body came crashing down onto a tangled mass of fractured skulls
and limbs. The little girl felt a sharp pain on her hip the moment she fell. She waved her arms
desperately in the air and her movements betrayed the fact that she was still alive. She was soon
pelted with stones but, as none of the missiles managed to hit her, the soldiers opened fire. A bullet
hit her left leg but she held on to life as steadfastly as she had held on to her mother’s skirt.
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Dictator and intelligence chief on trial
On March 25, 2013, Elena Caba Ilom entered the courtroom, walking with difficulty and leaning on
a courtroom secretary, who led her to a small desk where she was seated in front of Judge Yasmín
Barrios. Elena wore a green huipil with multicolored geometrical patterns and her hair was done
up and adorned with pompoms, the traditional attire worn by Mayan women from the Quiché
highlands.
The Ixil translator sat by Elena's side. The judge asked Elena her full name, age, and date of birth,
but she was unable to answer the latter questions and merely said that the exact date was written on
her ID card.
One by one, Elena answered all the questions asked by the Ministerio Público (Attorney General’s
Office) and the Asociación para la Justicia y Reconciliación (AJR), a human rights organization that
is acting as joint prosecutor. The guttural sound of the Ixil language was interspersed with the
Spanish words for "army" and "government." Her answers were short, but she spoke firmly and
her voice never broke.
Elena narrated what occurred on April 3, 1982, when, according to the Comisión para el
Esclarecimiento Histórico (CEH), Guatemala’s truth and reconciliation commission, the Army
massacred 90 defenseless civilians in the village of Chel.
On Elena's left sat an 86-year-old man with a grey moustache who listened to her testimony without
looking her in the eye and wrote slowly and deliberately on sheets of paper: retired Gen. Efraín Ríos
Montt, who came to power when he staged a military coup in March 1982 and was deposed on Aug.
8, 1983. During Ríos Montt's brief time in power, 1,771 Ixil Mayans in the municipalities of San
Juan Cotzal, San Gaspar Chajul, and Santa María Nebaj, an area known as the Ixil Triangle, were
massacred by the Army (NotiCen, Aug. 4, 2011).
On March 19, Ríos Montt’s trial for genocide against the Ixil people began. José Mauricio Rodríguez
Sánchez, former head of military intelligence between April 1982 and April 1983, also stands trial
(NotiCen, Aug. 2, 2012).
Under Ríos Montt’s rule, Plan Victoria 82 was designed as well as a second plan that placed a
special emphasis on the highlands: Plan Sofía, which established that any community where signs
of guerrilla activity were found—such as weapons caches or communist propaganda—would be
considered "subversive" and its inhabitants should therefore be eliminated. The deserted villages
left empty after their terrified inhabitants fled to the mountains were razed to the ground, which was
known as the "scorched earth" (tierra arrasada) policy. During his speeches at the time, Ríos Montt
often used the metaphor "draining the sea that the fish swim in" to explain why the annihilation of
indigenous communities was necessary.
Plan Victoria 82 and Plan Sofía are the thread that links Ríos Montt to the death of Elena Caba’s
parents and three siblings: one-year-old Pablo, four-year-old Rosa, and an older sister also called
Rosa, aged 23. Elena is one of the few remaining survivors of the Chel massacre, and, on March 25,
for the first time in her life she came face to face with the man whose decisions and actions marked
her destiny.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 78942
ISSN: 1089-1560

"Doña Elena, what do you hope to achieve through this trial?" asked lawyer Edgar Pérez Archila,
from AJR, when she finished telling her story. The translator asked the question in Ixil, and Elena,
without hesitating, said words that were translated as "I hope to achieve justice."

-- End --
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